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ABSTRACT 

Cognitive factors have been shown to play an 
important role in marital distress. To examine the importance of the 
self-other distinction for understanding the impact of attributions 
on marital satisfaction, two studies were conducted. In the first 
study, causal attributions for naturally occurring behavior by the 
self and spouse were investigated in 44 married couples, including 
both distressed and nondistressed spouses. Subjects completed a 
Spouse Observation Checklist, reporting on specified behaviors of 
their spouses over a 24-hour period. It was found that both 
self -enhancing and spouse- enhancing attributions were related to 
greater marital satisfaction. In addition, nondistressed spouses were 
more willing to see themselves as the cause of their partners* 
negative behavior than were distressed spouses. In the second study, 
causal and responsibility attributions for hypothetical behaviors by 
both the self and spouse were investigated in 76 distressed and 
nondistressed spouses. The results of the first study we^e replicated 
and extended, showing that self attributions accounted for variance 
in marital satisfaction which is independent of that due to 
attributions for partner behavior. Self- other attribution 
differences varied as a function of marital distress. Nondistressed 
spouses showed a positive attribution bias by making more benign 
attributions for partner versus self behaviors whereas distressed 
spouses showed a negative attribution bias, making less benign 
attributions for partner than self behavior. These findings suggest 
that self attributions may, in part, determine the impact of 
attributions for spouse behavior on marital satisfaction. A six-page 
list of references concludes the document. (NB) 
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Attribution processes 1 

Hie infortanoe of the self-other distinction for understanding the 
iiqoact of attributions on marital satisfaction is examined in two studies. 
In Study 1, causal attributions for naturally occurring behavior by the self 
and spouse were investigated. It was found that both self-enhancing and 
i^xxise-enhancing attributions were related to greater marital satisfaction. 
In addition, nondistressed spouses were more willing to see theosslves as 
the cause of their partners' negative behavior than were distressed spouses. 
In Study 2, causal and responsibility attributions for hypothetical 
behaviors by both the self and spouse were investigated. The results of 
Study 1 were r^licated and extended, showing that self attributions account 
for variance in marital satisfaction which is independent of that due to 
attributiais for partner behavior. Moreover, self-other attribution 
differoices varied as a function of marital distress. Nondistressed spouses 
showed a positive attribution bias by making more benign attributions for 
partner versus self behaviors whereas distressed spouses showed a negative 
attribution bias, making less benign attributions for partner than self 
behavior. Hiese findings suggest that self attributions may, ?n part, 
determine the inpact of attributions for spouse behavior on marital 
satisfaction. Ihe clinical relevance of the results and their inplications 
for research on "actor-observer" attribution differences are outlined. 



Attribution processes 2 

Ohere has been widespread recognition from both a clinical and 
theoretical perspective that cognitive factors play an inijortant role in the 
initiation and maintenance of marital distress, a viewpoint now supported by 
a growing number of enpirical studies (e.g. Baucom, Bell & Duhe, 1982; 
Baucom, Wheeler & Bell, 1984; Doherty, 1982; Eidelson & Ejjstein, 1982; 
Ostein & Eidelson, 1982; Pincham, 1985a; Pincham, Beach & Nelson, in press; 
Pincham & O'l^ary, 1983; Holtzworthrttmroe & Jacobson, 1985; Jacobson, 
McDonald, Pollette & Berley, 1985; Madden & Janoff-bulman, 1981; Newman, 
1981) . Hie major portion of this theoretical developnent and empirical 
research has been dominated by attribution theory and has focused on the 
causal attributions spouses make for their partners' behavior. In the 
present paper an attempt is made to broaden the current perspective on 
attribution processes and marital dysfunction by investigating: (a) qpouses 
attributions for their own behavior, and (b) differences between self and 
partner attributions, in distressed and nondistressed marriages. 

A number of enpirical findings now suggest that relative to 
ncxidistressed spouses, distressed spouses view the causes of theit partners' 
negative behavior as reflecting enduring, global characteristics of their 
partners (i.e., internal, stable, and global attributions). Distressed 
spouses also tend to view positive partner behavior as being situationally 
determined and thus to reflect tesoporary, situation specific causes (i.e., 
external, unstable and specific attributions) . Ihe same patterns of causal 
attributions have been found to characterize nondistressed spouses ^ for 
positive and negative behavior, respectively (Baucom et al., 1982; Pincham, 
1985a; Pincham & O'l^ary, 1983; Pincham et al., in press; Holtzworth-ttinroe 
& Jacobson, 1985; Jacobson et al., 1985). Hie significance of these 
attribution differences is en^iasized by the fact that they tend to 
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accentuate the inpact of negative partner behavior and minimize the inpact 
of positive partner behavior for distressed spouses, lAereas for 
nondistressed spouses they etophasize the iupact of positive partner behavior 
and minimize th*; inpact of negative partner behavior. Consequently, these 
attributional tendencies may help account for the different patterns of 
behavioral exchanges found between spouses in distressed and nondistressed 
marriages (Baucom, in press; Berley & Jacobson, 1984; Pinchan, 1983, 1985b). 
In fact, there is already some evidence that these attributional tendencies 
are related to the affective inpact of partner behavior which, in turn, 
affects intended behavioral responses (Pincham et al., in press; Pincham & 
O'Leary, 1983) . 

The above findings raise an inportant question: what determines the 
significance accorded to attributions for partner behaviors by a spouse? A 
conplete answer to this 'question requires, at the very least, consideration 
of attributions for partner behavior relative to those for one's ovm 
behavior. Consider, for exanple, a positive partner behavior and an 
identical behavior performed by oneself (e.g., "Partner compliroents me"; "I 
conpliment ray partner"). Hbe attribution made for the partner's behavior is 
likely to have the most positive inpact on the attributor when it is more 
benign (more internal, stable and global; e.g., "ny partner always cares 
about how I feel") than that made for one's own behavior (e.g, "I happened 
to be in a good mood") . Such a discrepancy is likely to accentuate the 
feelings generated by the partner's behavior and, in general, is likely to 
make the attributor feel especially positive towards his/her spouse. 
SiraUarly, perhaps the inpact of a negative partner behavior (e.g., "Partner 
shouts at me") is enhanced to the extent that attributions are less benign 
(less external, unstable and specific; e.g., "ray partner is self- -centered 
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Attribution processes 4 

and insensitive") than those made for one's own behavior (e.g., "I had a bad 
day at the office") . Again the discr^ancy between self and partner 
attribuUons is likely to produce particularly strong negative affect. In 
sum, we propose that the iniact of a spouse's attribution for partner 
behavior varies as a function of the extent to which it differs from 
attributions the individual would make for his/her own simUar behavior 
towards tha partner. 

Bie question raised above is iniortant for Jwth theoretical and applied 
reasons. Prom a theoretical perspective, it behooves marital researchers to 
determine the source of the attributional differences for partner behavior 
found between distressed and nondistressed spouses. Do these differences 
reflect a positive bias (i.e., a tendency to make more benign partner than 
self attributions) on the part of nondistressed spouses, a negative bias 
(i.e., a taidenqy to make less benign attributions for partner behavior than 

own behavior) on the part of distressed spouses, or both-*-? At the applied 
level, the resolution of this question hss inf»rtant inplications. For 
instance, an intervention may entail e:5>licit consideration of the 
attributions an individual makes for his/her own behavior and comparison of 
these self attr^ixitions to the attributions made for partner behavior. Such 
an intervention makes sense if distressed spouses show a negative bias in 
their attributions but not if they make similar attributions for both their 
own and tiieir partners' behavior. 

It is difficult to evaluate the above arguments on the basis of 
existing data, even though differences in attributions to the self versus 
another have been widely investigated in social psychological research. 
Jones and Nisbett (1972, p. 80) postulated a "pervasive tendency" for people 
to attribute their own actions to situational factors while attributing the 
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Attribution processes 5 

actions of others to stable, personad dispositions. The numerous studies 
which provide sup|Jort for this hypothesis (see Hxison & Snyder, 1978; 
Watson, 1982 for reviews) , like most in the attribution literature, involve 
causal inferences for the behavior of acquaintances, strangers or 
hypothetical others (Pincham, 1985b) . SJpouses in a marriage are clearly 
more than the "actors" and "obsen'-^rs" investigated in these studies, a fact 
which is likely to affect the attributions they nake. For instance, it has 
already been shown that attributions are influenced by factors such as 
expected future interaction (Knight & Vallacher, 1981) and the affect 
experienced by an attributor towards an actor (Goldberg, 1978, 1981; Regan, 
Straus & Fazio, 1974) , both of vrfiich characterize the marital dyad. 

The difficulty of generalizing the findings of basic research on self- 
other attributional differences to attributions in close relationships, as 
well as the probleras encountered in interpreting this oesic research, is 
illustrated in a series of studies' by Taylor and Koivumaki (1976) . These 
investigators varied the attributor 's relationship with the target person 
(acquaintance, friend, spouse, self) and had subjects ascribe traits to the 
person (Experiment 3) or rate the caises of their behaviors on a 
dispositional-situational bipolar scale (Ej^riments 1 and 3) . Little 
support was found for differences in self-other attributions. Instead, a 
"positivity" effect emerged, as persons were seen to cause good behaviors 
while situational factors were considered to be the cause of bad behaviors, 
an effect which became more prorounced as a function of increasing 
familiarity with the target person. However, the interpretation of this 
finding is problematic as these studies reflect two deficiencies common to 
most attribution research on this topic (Watson, 1982) . First, the ratinvj 
of traits as the major dependent variable is a problem as not all traits are 
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seen as stable, global characteristics. Moreover, subjective uncertainty 



regarding the applicability of trait ascriptions, dniiiguity of trait 
meaning, attrifcutor neutrality and situational attributions are confounded 
(Goldberg, 1981) . Second, subjects found the di^sitoial-situational 
rating troublesome, a dif f iciaty which pervades research using this 
distijjction (OSaylor & Piske, 1975; Uleman, Miller, Henken, teeroberis & Riky, 
1981) . ihese difficulties, combined with the fact that the dimensions 
perceived to underlie causes vary across time and between -people (Mfeiner, 
1983) , led us to: (a) investigate e3q)licitly dimensions which underlie the 
causes of behavior in marriage and (b) obtain subjects' ratings of these 
dimensi(ms. 

Thus, while existing attribution research in social psychology can 
provide inportant guidelines for marital researchers (especially at the 
level of methodology) , a true understanding of the role of attributions in 
marital dysfunction requires the direct investigation of attribution 
processes in distressed and nondistressed couples. Kyle and Falbo (1985) 
recently used Taylor and Koivuraaki's (1976) procedure to examine self-other 
att-xibutions in a group of married spouses which con^rised volunteer, 
student couples. Consistent with previous research, spouses in 'high stress 
marriages' were more likely to attribute positive partner behavior to 
situational causes and negative partner behavior to dispositional causes, 
relative to spouses in 'low stress marriages' . While group differences were 
also found for self attributions (low stress spouses made more dispositional 
attributions for positive behavior, whereas high stress spouses exhibited 
the same tendency for negative behaviors) , close examination shows that no 
self-other differences in attributions were found in either group, 
unfortunately, the interpretation of these findings is difficult since a 
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median split was used to form high and low narital stress grfxips using a 
measure of unknown validity. It is, therefore, not possible to determine 
whether the sample investigated represents the full range of marital 
satisfaction. Consequently, further investigation is warranted in this area. 

Although they did not investigate marital distress, two studies provide 
evidence for self-partner attributional differences in close relationships. 
Orvis, Kelley and Butler (iy/6) found that when e3?)licit disagreements 
occurred between cohabiting couples regarding the cause of a behavior, 
subjects tended to see the causes of partner behavior as due to partner 
characteristics or attitudes; their own behavior was perceived as due to 
environmental factors, ten^orary internal states, the intrinsic quality of 
the activity, concern for partner welfare, or beliefs about what is 
preferable. These findings generally accord with the actor-observer 
differences posited by Jones and Nisbett (1972) . Of greater relevance in the 
present context are Kwrapson and Kelley' s (1961) findings that the more 
successful a romantic relationship is rated by its participants (including 
dating and marriage) , the more likely they are to see the partner, rather 
than themselves, as being the cause of positive relationship events 
(Eb^riments 1 & 3) and to assume responsibility themselves for at least 
some negative events (Experiment 3) . A^s most subjects rated their 
relationship as higiay successful, such findings suggest the possibility of 
a positive bias regarding attributions for partner behavior as compared to 
self attributions in nondistressed couples. Again, however, Jiese results 
are only suggestive in the present context given the subject populations 
used. 

In view of the paucity of data available on self-partner attributions 
in distressed and nondistressed marriages two studies were undertaken. Their 



ERIC 



S 





Abtribution processes 8 



goal is to provide initial information an self and partner attributions in 
marriage and to determine whether these attributions are related to marital 
distress, ae first study attaspts to extend previous attributional research 
on marriage by examining attributions for naturally occurring behavior, m 
order to ccxspare directly salf and partner attributio.3, the behaviors rated 
by subjects were a?)erimentally manipulated in the second study. 



Study 1 was designed to extend previous research on attributions in 
marriage by examining whether: (a) the attributional differences found 
betweoi distressed and nondistressed spouses for partner brfiavior apply for 
naturally occurring behaviors in the relationship; (b) narital satisfaction 
is also related to self attributions; and (c) attributioro for self and 
partner behavior interact with level of marital distress. 
Method 

a&jgcts. Porty^fcHir married couples participated in this study. Half 
of the couples were either seeking marital therapy or had recently begun 
marital therapy. None of the couples had attended more than three therajy 
sess: ons. Bie remainder of the sample were recruited from the oxmunity by 
advertising for couples to participate in a research project. Caranunity 
couples in which both spouses scored below 100 on the Dyadic Adjustment 
Scale (DAS; Spanier, 1976) were excluded from the nondistressed group. The 
DAS scores of distressed and nondistressed groups differed significantly, 
£(1,81) =6.4, p < .05. As eaqpected, the mean score for the distressed group 
was lower (81.5, gji. = 24.5) than that for the nondistressed group (113.7, 
SJi.= 18.0) . No sex difference or sex by group interaction was found for DAS 
scores. 



Study 1 
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Abtribution processes 9 

Ihere were no differences between the distressed and nondistressed 
groups in regard to number of years married, nunter of children, education, 
and age. Ohe nean nunber of years married and nunber of children for the 
sample were 8.6 (fiJ2^ « 3.7) and 1.99 (SJ2a.» 1.1), re^)ectively. Huslands 
averaged 36.9 (fiJ2^ « 9.5) years of age and 15.9 {SmUx. » 2.8) years of 
education. Corresponding figures for wives were 35.5 (fiJJi^ » 9.9) and 15.2 
iSJix. = 2.4) . 

Rggedurg. ISie data for this study were collected as part of a larger 
data set which involved the investigation of several facets of family life, 
ainic couples ware contacted through cooperating mental health agencies and 
private practicioners. Community coupaes telephoned the laboratory in 
response to an advertisement ixi a local newspaper. For both groups of 
couples, a research assistant e3q>lained that the study involved peoples' 
perceptions ot their family life and that couples were paid $15.00 for their 
participation in the study. Arrangements were then made for the couple to 
come into the laboratory to participate in the study. Each spouse con«)leted 
questionnnaires independently and was given the opportunity to ask questions 
regarding the task if there was uncertainty about what to do. 

Meawre o£ Attribtftaopa. Bie spouse observation Checklist (Wfeiss & 
Perry, 1979) was used to generate everyday behaviors for which attributions 
could be made. Biis checklist of 409 items con5)rises a list of potential 
events which can occur in a marital relationship on a daily basis. 
Approximately 25% of the ^use behaviors on the checklist were selected to 
roost fully represent the contait reflected in the SOC (Baucom et al., 1982) . 
The majority of items on the SOC are phrased to refer to the behavior of the 
partner (e.g., "spouse criticized roe"). For the purposes of the study, the 
items were also reworded so that they referred to the respondents' own 
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behavior (e.g. , "I criticized ny qouse") . Htm subjects were presented with 
a checklist containing potential behaviors performed hy their partners and 
by themselves. 

aibjects examined the checklist and indicated which of the behaviors 
had occurred diring the past 24 hours in the relationship. Fbr each behavior 
checked off, th^ also indicated whether the iniact of the behavior was 
positive, neutral or negative (for their own beha\-iors, this response 
indicated the intended iiqpact of the behavior on their partners) . Biey then 
wrote down the one roost injortant cause of the behavior and rated the cause 
in terms of the internal-external, stable-unstable and global-specific 
causal dimensions. Ohe first dimension was assessed by three judgments: the 
extent to which the cause was due to the respondent, to the spouse and to 
outside circumstances. Causal stability entailed a judgment regarding 
whether the cause would again be present in the future when the behavior 
occurred. Finally, the global-specific nature of the cause was examined by 
asking the subject to indicate the extent to which the cause affects other 
areas of the relationship and not only the behavior in question. All 
responses were made on 7-point rating scales. 
Results and Discussion 

Responses to six categories of behavioral events were analysed: partner 
behaviors and own behaviors which were rated positive, neutral aiid negative 
in inpact. Since subjects could respond to multiple behaviors in each 
category, average responses in each of the six categories were obtained for 
each of the five attribution questions. In view of the fact that 
attributions are influer^ by both the attributional tendencies of the 
attributor as well as the event for which an attribution is made, it was 
decided that information regarding at least two behaviors in a category was 
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needed in order to yitdld meaningful results for that category of behavior. 
Hius where a same checked off only one behavior in a category, the 
attributional data for that category was coded as missing. 

Unfortunately, less than half of the respondents provided data in all 
six categories. OSiis iiqposed constraints on the analysis of the data as the 
combined use of all six categories in a single analysis would have created 

statistical problems.^ Consequently, the reaationship of attributions in 
each category to marital satisfaction was examined inaependently. It is 
noteworthy that none of the correlations involving neutral behaviors was 
signif icaj:it. Kie correlations between the attribution ratings for positive 
and negative behaviors and DAS scores are shown in Table 1? 



Insert Table 1 about here 



Utie data in Table 1 show that the pattern of attributions found for 
paitBeJL behavior is consistent with that obtained in previous research, 
^ecif ically, for behaviors with a positive inpact, marital satisfaction was 
positively related to attributions which were perceived to be located in the 
partner, stable snd global. The inverse pattern of results was found for 
negative behaviors. In addition, locating the cause of negative partner 
behavior in the self was positively related to marital satisfaction. In 
combination, these findings suggest that a willingness to give credit to the 
partner for positive bdiavior and assume partial responsibility for the 
partner's negative behavior, is associated with marital satisfaction. 

The data in Table 1 show that attributions for sglf behavior are also 
related to marital satisfaction. Biis pattern of correlations is virtually 
identical to that which characterised partner behavior. However, in the case 
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of negative behavior, causes which reflected outside circumstances were 
posiuvely related to marital satisfaction. Ohese data are consistent with 
those of l^le and Falbo (1985) and st^rt the view, outlined earlier, that 
a complete account of attributional processes in distressed and 
nondistressec" ^larriages requires the investigation of self attributions in 
additicm to attributions for partner behavior. 

Further evidence in support of the above conclusion would be 
established if significant correlations between self attributions and 
marital satisfacticsi were obtained after controlling for variance due to 
attributi<Mis for partner behavior. To test this possibility, partial 
correlations between self attributions and marital satisfaction were 
COTipited. Ohat is, for each self attribution rating regarding positive 
behavior, a correlation with marital satisfaction was calculated partialling 
out the corresponding attribution rating for partner beliavior. Similar 
correlations were conpited for negative behavior. For positive behaviors, 
the partial correlation betweoi partner as causal locus and marital 
satisfaction was significant, l (67) = .26, £ <.05 whereas for negative 
behaviors the partial correlations for partner as the locus of the cause, jn 
{27) = -.32, £ <.05, the stability of the cause, jl(27) = -.35, £ <.05, and 
the globality of the cause, l (27) = -.43, £ <.05, were all significant. 
Hence it can be concluded that self attributions do acccount for variance in 
marital satisfaction which is independent of that accounted for by causal 
attributiOTS for partner behavior. 

Hie correlational analyses rqwrted might sinply reflect an association 
between marital satisfaction and the number of behaviors rated in each 
category. Indeed, there is evidence that the frequency of positive and 
negative spouse behavior is related to marital distress (Jacobson et al.. 
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1982) . Consequently, the correlations between DAS scores and the nunter of 
behaviors rated in each category were examined, ihe nuniser of positive 
partner behaviors was directly related to marital satisfaction, r. (74) = 
.44, E <.001 whereas the number of partner behaviors with a negative iuiact 
was inversely related to marital satisfaction, i. (44) » -.47, £ <.001. Ihe 
frequencies of behaviors in the remaining categories were not significantly 
related to marital satisfaction. In view of thesa findings, the correlations 
between the attribution ratings and EAS scores were recomputed partialling 
out the number of behaviors in the category. The same pattern of results was 
obtained, indicating that attribution ratings account for variance in 
marital satisfaction which is independent of the frequency of the behaviors 
for which the attribution is made. 

In summary, this stud/ demonstrates that the attributions found in 
previous marital research apply to naturally occurring partner behavior. It 
is also the first study to demonstrate that marital satisfaction is related 
to several dimensions which underlie self attributions for such behavior. 
Unfortunately, however, the data do not permit the direct cott^arison of 
self-partner differences in attributions between distressed and 
nondistressed Espouses, a comparison which is investigated in the second 
study. 

Studi' 2 

The current paper proposes that differences between self and partner 
attributiais vary as a function of marital distress. In order to examine 
this issue directly, greater control was exerted over the stimuli used to 
generate attributions in the present study. More specifically, i^uses made 
attributions for preselected partner beliaviors from the Spouse Observation 
Checklist which were categorized as positive and negative on an a priori 
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basis. Ojq^ also made attributions for the same behaviors performed by 
themselves. In both cases th^ were asked to imagine the occurrence of the 
behavior in their relationship. This strategy appears to be a reasonable one 
since attributions for naturally occurring behaviors in Study 1 yielded 
response patterns similar to those obtained when spouses' are asked to 
imagine the occurrence of ^use behaviors (e.g., Pinchan & 0' Leary, 1983; 
Jacobson et al., 1985). study 2 thus provides: (a) the opportunity to 
r^icate the findings of Study 1 in regard to self attributions; (b) 
further data regarding attributions made for partner behavior in distressed 
and nondistressed marrriages; and (c) allows for a direct examination of 
self-partner attributions and marital distress. 

Ohe fact that spouses made attributions for fewer behaviors in the 
present study (and thus made fewer judgments) permitted a further inportant 
issue to be investigated. Ohis issue concerns the nature of the attributions 
which give rise to self-partner attribution differences and is relevant to 
the process which underlies such attribution differences. Although Jones and 
Nisbett (1972) were primarily concerned with the role of cognitive factors 
in producing self-other differences in attributions, they do acknowledge the 
possible influence of factors such as the need to protect self-esteem and 
the "need to justify blameworthy action" (p. 80) . In marriage, issues of 
accountability for one's action are central (Pincham, 1985b) and such 
factors cannot be considered incidental to potential self-partner 
attribution differences (cf . Jones and Nisbett, 1972, p.92) . In fact, recent 
data suggest that differences between distressed and nondistressed couples 
are much greater in regard to attributions of responsibility than to causal 
attributions and that these responsibility attributions are more closely 
related to the affective inpact of partner behavior (Pinchan et al., in 
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press) i Ob the extent that any self-partner attribution difference in 
marriage involves justification and exoneration of behavior, an interaction 
with level of marital distress is likely to be most evident in relation to 
attributions of responsibility. 13iis possibility is also investigated in the 
present stud/. 
Method 

ajbjficfca. Seventy-six persons (38 males and 38 females) participated in 
this stud/. The distressed group conprised 36 spouses who were seeking 
marital therapy at the University Marital Oher^ Qinic at Stony Brook. A 
nondistressed group of 40 spouses was recruited by means of an advertisement 
in a local newspaper which requested volunteers to participate in a study on 
marriage. Oily persons who scored above 100 on the Marital Adjustment Itest 

(lack & Wallace, 1959) were invited to participate in the stud/5 All 
eligible subjects agreed to participate. Marital Adjustment Itest scores 
showed that the distressed (il = 73.5; SJ2^ = 20.5) and nondistressed groups 
(11= 125.8; SrJ2..= 14.3) differed in marital satisfaction, £ (1,72) = 84.5, 
E <.001. Hbsre were no significant differeices between the groups in years 
of marriage (M= 9.5, £J2. = 6.9), income (tl = $33,100, SJi. = $13,8C0), 
number of children (11= 1.5, = .2), age (for husbands, 11= 35.9, SJ2.. = 
6.9; for wives, M = 33.1, fiji. = 5.6) and education (for husbands, n = 15.6, 
SJ2.. = 3.1; for wives tl= 15.0, gJi. = 2.7) . 

Procgdurg. The distressed group canpleted the materials used in this 
study as- part of a battery of questionnaires administered during their 
intake interview. Nondistressed spouses came to the clinic for a single 
visit during which th^ conpleted the attribution measure. Spouses in both 
groups were encouraged to ask questions regarding the task whenever they 



ERIC 



17 



.V * * 

Attribution processes 16 

felt uncertain about what to do. iJondistressed spouses were paid §10.00 upon 
completion of the study. 

l^Vt^ of AttritwtiPng. Attributions were obtained for 12 stinulus 
items (2 targets x 2 behavioral valences x 3 behaviors) . These ooniprised six 
behaviors which were phrased to reflect spouse behavior (e.g., your spouse 
does not pay attention to what you are saying) and six instances of own 
behavior (e.g. , you do not pay attention to what your spouse is saying) . 
Three of the six basic behaviors were positive and three were negative. Bius 
a subject responded to three positive and three negaUve ^use behaviors 
and to the same behaviors performed by hin/herself . 

For each behavior, the subject made six judgments, three relating to 
causal attribution dimensions and three regarding responsibility 
attributions. After writing down the major cause of the behavior, the 
subject made a judgment regarding the locus of the cause. For partner 
behavior, they indicated whether the cause reflected something about his/her 
spouse versus something about themselves, other people or circumstances. In 
the case of their own behavior, the contrast was between something about 
themselves versus something about their spouse, other people, or 
circumstances (for the turpose of analysing these judgments, responses were 
scored so that higher scores indicated causes internal to the person who 

performed the behavior)^ Bie remaining two questions asked about the 
stability and globality of the cause and were identical to those used in the 
first study. Responsibility attributions comprised three questions which 
asked respondents to assign blame/praise for the behavior, and to r^rt the 
intent and motivation which gave rise to the behavior. OJiese latter 
judgments were included since they are the conceptual foundations for 
attributions of responsibUity regarding intentional behavior (Pincham & 
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jaspars, 1980) and have been emphasized ir theoretical analyses of famUy 
violence (Gelles & Strauss, 1979; Hotaling, 1980) . subjects indicated the 
extent to which the behavior: (a) was intended to be positive or 
negativ^destructive, (b) was motivated by selfish concerns, and (c) was 
worthy of blame versus praise. Responses to all questions were made on 7- 
point rating scales. 
Results and Discussion 

Responses to each attribution question were sunned across the three 
stimulus items in each category of behavior. Hence subjects received four 
sets of scores, two pertaining to their partners' behavior (positive and 
negaUve) , and two regarding their own behavior (positive and negative) . An 
initial analysis showed that the sex of the respondent did not influence 
responses either as a main effect or in interaction with other variables. 
Consequently, a 2 x 2 x 2 repeated measures multivariate analysis of 
variance was used to analyse the data: group (distressed vs. nondistressed) 
served as a between subjects factor with the target of the attributions 
(self vs. partner) and the valence of the behavior (positive vs. negative) 
as within subject factors. Ohe six attribution raUngs were the dependent 
variables. Significant main effects were found for all three independent 
variables: group, £ (6,68) = 4.78, p < .001, attribution target, £ (6,68) = 
10.85, E < .001, and valence of behavior, £ (6,68) = 106.2, p < .001. 
However, significant two-way interactions, which involved each of the 
independent variables, were also obtained. Since these interactions qualify 
the interpretation of the main effects, we turn directly to than. 

Marital Pigtress and Self-Partner Attribiii-ion?- As predicted there was 
an interaction between marital group and attribution target, £(6,68) =3.51, 
E < .005. Sinple main effect analyses were conducted to examine whethei.: (a) 



ERIC 



19 



ERIC 



Attribution processes 18 

the groups differed in regard to self attributions; (b) the groups differed 
in their attributions for partner behavior; and (c) whether self-partner 
differences in attributions were found in each group. Ohivariate analyses 
were conducted, where appropriate, i-jo examine overall findings in greater 
detail. The loean scores pertaining to the group x attribution target 
interaction and the £ ratios obtained for this interaction are shown in 
Table 2. 



Insert Table 2 about here 



For Eartnet behavior, a sinple main effect was found which showed a 
difference in attributions between distressed and nondistressed groups, 
F(6,68) = 5.87, £ <.001. Univariate analyses revealed that the groups 
differed (unless otherwise stated all mean differeices are significant at e 
< .01) on the global causal dimension (distressed couples saw the causes of 
negative partner behavior as more global whereas the opposite held true for 
positive partner behavior) , the intent of the behavior, its motivaUon 
(distressed spouses inferred less positive intent and more selfish 
motivation for partner behaviors than their nciidistressed counterparts) , and 
the extent to which they attributed praise^-blame for the behavior 
(distressed spouses attributed more blame for negative behavior and less 
praise for positive behavior) . 

The pattern of group differences obtained rqplicates that found in 
prior studies. Regarding the causal attribution dimensions, the global- 
specific dimension appears to be the most consistent in differentiating 
distressed from nondistressed spouses (Fincham & 0' Leary, 1983; Finchan et 
al., 1985; Holtzworth-Minroe & Jacobson, 1985) although the groups have also 
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been found to differ on both stable-unstable and internal-external 
dimensions (Bauocm et al., 1982; Jacobson et al., 1985; Pinchan, 1985a; 
Holtzworth-Munroe & Jacobson, 1985) . 

While the reason for the lack of consistency in findings regarding the 
stabUity dimension is not clear, it is worth noting that where differences 
on this dimension have been obtained, distressed couples in the comraunity 
whc are not seeking treatment have been included in the study. It is 
possible that the very act of seeking marital therajy is inconsistent with 
viewing the causes of problem behavior as stable and that only spouses who 
do not seek therapy view the causes of their marital difficulties as stable. 
The lack of consistent findings obtained on the internal-external dimension 
most likely reflects the inadequate conceptualization and measurensent of 
this dimension at the dyadic level. A bipolar internal-external rating scale 
seens inadequate to capture the distinctions spouses make regarding the 
locus of causality for partne*: behavior in marriage. It seems inportant to 
consider the spouse, self, the spouse in relation to the self (an 
interpersonal attribution, Newman, 19S1) , the relationship, and outside 
circumstances as potentially independent loci for the cause of spouse 
behavior (see Fincham, 1985a for a discussion of this dimension) . This 
deficiency in conceptualizi:.g and measuring the internal-external dimension 
is hardly surprising as this dimension continues to cause difficulties in 
social psychological research at the level of the individual (Ulanan et al., 
1981) . 

For sglf attributions, no significant siKt)le main effect was found 
between distressed and nondistressed spouses, F (6,68) = 1.89, p <.10 . lb 
examine whether the relationship found in Study 1 between self attributions 
and marital satisfaction was replicated, the correlations between the causal 
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dimensions and Marital Adjustment Test scores were calculated. Again 
signif icaiit but sroali correlations were found for both positive (t (73) = 
.34, E <.01 and r. (73) « .28, £ <.01 for stable and global dimensions, 
respectively) and negaUve events (i.(73) » -.19, £ <.06 and t(73) « -.51, g 
<.01 for stable and global diissnsions, respectively). Moreover, ^Aen 
correlations between self tttributioiid and MftT scores were ooniJuted 
partialling out the corresponding attribution for partner behavior as in 
Study 1, these correlations all remained significant. Ihus it appears that 
while there is some relationship between marital distress and the causal 
dimensions underlying self attributions, this relationship is not 
sufficiently large to result in attriiautional differences between distressed 
and nondistressed groups. Bje group difference obtained fcy Kyle and Falbo 
(1985) should therefore be interpreteu with caution as it was found on only 
a single causal attribution dimension in their study. 

To examine the importance of responsibility attributions regarding the 
self in accounting for unique variance in marital s .tisf action, stepwise 
regression analyses were perfonned. Owing to sample size, analyses were 
conducted separately for positive and negative events using a composite 
index for the causal judgments (the sum of the ratings for the three 
questions pertaining to the cause) and a composite index for the 
responsibility judgments (*^^ ? sum of the three questions assessing 
attributions of responsibility) . in each analysis MAT scores were predicted 
by first entering the causal and responsibility indices pertaining to 
partner attributions and then entering the index regarding causal 
attributions to the self, followed by the index for attribution of 
responsibility regarding the self. Hds procedure examines whether self 
attributions account for unique variance in marital satisfaction, and 
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whether responsibility attributions regarding the self account for 
additional variance to that accounted for by causal attributions to the 
self. The self attribution indices accounted for a significant portion of 
the variance in marital satisfaction for both positive, £? change » .20, e 
<.001, and negative events, ^ change = .13, e <.01) . Moreover, self 
attributed responsibility accounted for a significant portion of the 
variance in marital satisfaction even after that pertaining to partner 
attriUtions and causal attributions regarding the self had been removed 

(for positive events, change = .12, e <.001; for negative events, fi? 

change = .06, e <.01) . Biese findings show that self attributions of 

responsibility also need to be considered in any coo«)lete account of 

attributional processes in marriage. 

Regarding gglf-partngr differences in attributions, siirple main effect 

analyses showed an attribution target main effect for both the distressed, £ 

(6,68) = 7.83, E <.001, and nondistressed groups, £ (6,68) = 6.11, e <.001. 

The only causal dimension on which self-partner differences were obtained 
was the global-specific dimension (the distressed group made attributions 
for partner behavior which were nore global than self attributions) . Qose 
exanination, however, shows that this difference is due entirely to negative 
behavior; the self (H = 15.67) and partner (tl= 15.69) ratings for positive 
behavior were almost identical in this group. In regard to responsibility 
attributions, distressed spouses considered their own behavior, relative to 
that of their partner, to reflect more positive intentions and unsel/;ish 
motivation (e <.05) . in contrast, nondistressed spouses viewed their 
partner's behavior as more unselfishly motivated and more praiseworthy than 
their own. This pattern of findings suggests that both nondistressed and 
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distressed spouses manifest attributional biases but in the opposite 
directions. For nondistressed ^souses the bias is a positive one in which 
attributions for partner behavior are more benign than for own behavior 
whereas the reverse holds true for distressed spouses. 

Marital Distress and Attrihutriona for Pp gitive verang Weaafciw 
B^iacifit. A Significant interaction was obtained between the valenoe of the 
behavior for which attributions were made and marital disi;ress, £(6,68) « 
7.5, E < .001. Ihe mean scores pertaining to the valenoe of behavior x 
marital group interaction and the £ ratios obtained for this interaction are 
sham in Table 3. 



Insert ^teble 3 about here 



Simde main effect analyses regarding roaritaJ group differences showed 
th&t distressed and nondistressed groups differed in regard to attributions 
for positive behavior, £(6,68) = 5.92, o <.00l, and negative behavior, 
£(6,68) « 3.72, £ <.005. As e;?)ected, nondistressed spouses made more benign 
attributions for positive behavior (more global, stable, unselfishly 
raoUvated, positively intended and praiseworthy) whereas distressed spouses 
made more destructive attributions for negative behavior (mare internal, 
global, selfishly motivated and blameworthy). 

Attributional differences regarding positive versus neaativA behavior 
were found to be significant for both distressed, £(6,68) = 36.56, e <.00l, 
and nondistressed groups, £(6,68) = 78.81, p <.001. However, the differences 
were less marked for distressed spouses and occurred on a fewer number of 
attribution dimensions than for nondistressed spouses. !Ihe valence of the 
behavior did not influence the causal attribution ratings of distressed 
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spouses whereas nondistressed ^uses saw the causes of positive behavior as 
more stable and global. In regard to re^nsibility attributions, both 
groups saw positive behavior as more unselfishly motivated, positively 
intended and praiseworthy than negative behavior. However, the distinction 
drawn between these two forms of behavior was smaller for distressed than 
nondistressed spouses, in sum, the attributions of distressed spouses were 
overall less benign than those made by nondistressed spouses and showed less 
differentiation between positive and negative behaviors. 

fiel£:eartner Attributions and Positive versus ttegafc lve Behavior, obe 
interaction between attribution target and valence of behavior was also 
found to be significant, £(6,68) » 8.04, £ <.001. While not direcUy 
relevant to marital distress, this finding is inportant because it 
demonstrates that what has been called the self attribution bias also occurs 
in close relationships (Weary, 1979) . Table 4 shows the mean scores and £ 
ratios associated with this interaction. 



Insert Table 4 about here 



Siitple main etfect analyses for attribution taroefc revealed that self 
attributions are more benign than partner attributions for both positive, 
£(6,68) = 13.82, £ <.001, and negative events, £(6,68) = 6.01, p <.001. For 
positive behavior, spouses saw themselves as having more positive intent, 
unselfish motivation and deserving of greater praise than their partner. In 
the case of negative behavior, self attributions were less global but the 
motivation for the behavior was more selfish. Bie latter finding is due to a 
positive bias on the part of nondistressed spouses (^ = 9.9 and 12.5 for 
self and partner, respectively) 7 the means for the distressed group were 
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Virtually identical (H » 9.66 and 9.58 fer self and partner, reqjectively) . 
Ip. contrast to these fiwUngs, the cause of partner behavior was seen as 
more internal for both positive and negative behavior. According to a 
motivational bias interpretation, self attributions should be more internal 
for poiUtive behavior. The finding on this attribution dimension is 
consistent with the self-other difference predicted fcy O^nes and Nisbett 
(1972) rather than chat predicted by a motivational bias. 

Sinide main effect analyses for the valence of t he behavior, however, 
favor a motivational bias interpretation of this interaction. Attri»xitions 
for positive versus negative behavior differed for both self, £(6,68) = 
96.94, E <.001, and partner, £1(6,68) - 63.84, e <.001. In both conditions, 
attributions for positive behavior were seen as more stable, global, 
reflective of positive intent, unselfishly motivated and deserving of more 
praise than attributions for negative behavior. However, the differences 
between attributions for positive and negative behavior were more 
accentuated for self attributions than partner attributions. Biis finding is 
consistent with the view that spouses are influenced ty concerns regarding 
self presentation when making attributions in their relationships. 

General Discussion 

As anticipated, the results of the prasent studies support the view 
that a complete account of attribution processes in distressed and 
nondistressed spouses requires consideration of self-partner attribution 
differences. However, partner and self attributions are discussed 
inoependentiy before considering the nature of the self-partner attribution 
differences found and their clinical inplications. Ihe significance of the 
present data for basic research on the "actor-observer" attribution 
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difference is then briefly discussed. Finally, the limitations of the 
present studies and their inplications for future research are noted. 
Attributions for partn er behai7<or 

Ohe present data replicate the findings of previous si:udies which 
rqport differences between nondistressed and distressed spotises in the 
causal attributions they make for partner behavior. Ohe nature of these 
differences and the reasons for possible inconsistencies between studies 
were discussed earlier. It suffices to make two observations here. First, in 
contrast to previous research, some evidence was obtained to suggest that 
attributing negative partner behavior to the self is positively related to 
marital satisfaction, ihis finding is consistent with Ohonqpson and Kelley's 
(1981) studies on highly satisfied partners in romantic relationships where 
similar correlations were found for relationship events. Second, the pattern 
of attributions found for partner behavior was similar for naturally 
occurring behavior and hypothetical behavior. In a similar vein, the same 
pattern of self attributions was obtained for these two forms of behavior. 

UtiB above findings are simUar to the those obtained in a study by 
Madden and Janoff-aOman (1981) which showed no differences between wives' 
attributions for hypothetical vignettes of conflict situations and their 
attributions for actual conflicts they ej^erienced with their husbands. 
While not central to the issues investigated, this aspect of the present 
findings is important in assessing the validity of prior studies, most of 
which have asked spouses to imagine previously reported partner behaviors 
(Holtzworth-ttinroe & Tacobson, 1985) or hypothetical partner behaviors 
(Baucora et al., 1982; Doherty, 1982; Finchara & O'Leary, 1983; Finchara et 
al., in press) . However, a full validational study utilizing the logic of 
the "mu].itrait-nultimethod" approach to examine convergent and discriminant 




27 



Abtributi(« processes 26 

validity (Canpbell & Piske, 1959) needs to be conducted before the 
equivalence of attributions for hypothetical and teA behaviors can 
confidently be assunaed. 
Attributions for own behairiftr 

Italike attributioniB for partner behavior, self attributions in 
distressed and nonciistressed marriages have received little att«itioh. Ohe 
present studies en^hasize the inportanoe of this oversight. Study 1 showed 
that the perceived stability of a cause, its globali^; and. its locaUbn 
within the partner are directly related to marital satisfaction for positive 
behaviors and inversely related to marital satisfaction for negative 
behavior, ihe results for the stability and globality causal dimensions were 
r^icated in Study 2. In both studies, these relationships persisted even 
after attributions regarding the partner w«re taken into account. «Hjdy 2 
also demonstrated that self attributed responsibility accounts for variance 
in marital satisfaction which is independent of that accounted for by either 
partner attributions or causal attributions regarding the self. However, 
when the self attributions made by distressed and nondistressed groups of 
spouses were compared directiy, no group difference was found. This 
inconsistency in findings may result from the fact that membership in a 
clinic or a comnunity group is not necessarily a veridical reflection of 
marital satisfaction. Qinical ej?)erienoe shows that couples in marital 
therapy often contain one ^use who is indeed satisfied with the marriage. 
Thus self attributions appear to be less strongly related to marital 
satisfaction than attributions for partner behavior and only onerge as 
important in marriage when a sensitive measure of marital satisfaction is 
used (i.e., scores on a marital adjustment test). Nonetheless, it is argued 
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that self attributions arp iaiortant in a clinical context when they aie 
considered in relation to attributions for jartner behavior. 
Self verus partner attrihiin^^g 

As predicted, marital distress was related to self-partner attribution 
differences. Both distressed and nondistressed spouses were found to exhibit 
such differences. However, the direction of the diacrqwacy differed for 
each group. Distressed spouses made less benign attributions for their 
partnet's behavior than their own behavior, a pattern referred to earlier as 
a negative attribution bias. In contrast, nondistressed spouses showed a 
positive attribution bias as they made more bsnign attributions for their 
partner's behavior than their own behavior. It is precisely this pattern of 
attributions which is likely to maximize the inpact of negative partner 
behavior for distressed spouses and positive partner behavior for 
nondistressed spouses. That is, distressed spouses mey discredit positive 
spouse behavior because they do not believe it matches up to the motivation 
which characterizes their cwn behavior and instead focus on negative partner 
behavior. Ohe discrepancy between partner and self attributions for such 
behavior is likely to result in a strong affective response and the 
reciprocation of the negative behavior. A sense of righteousness on the part 
of each spouse would no*: be surprising (e.g., "l am not motivated by such 
selfish concerns") vdiich would account for the long chains of negative 
interchanges (e.g., "s/he is not going to get away with it") which 
distinguish distressed from nondistressed spouses (Qottman, 1979) . On the 
other hand, the positive attribution bias of nondistressed spouses will lead 
them to discredit negative partner behavior and focus on positive behavior. 
These partner behaviors most likely result in warm, positive responses and a 
sense of relationship well-being which allows each spouse to noncontingently 
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exchange positive behaviors (Qottinan, Narkman, Bank, Yoppi & Rubin, 1976) . 
Otoo great a positive attribution bias could, however, result in individual 
self esteem problems for the i^use who mig^t feel ejpcessively indebted to 
their partner and unable to natch his/her standard^. 
Clinical r^a/apo^ 

The present data are consistent with ibhe viewpoint articulated above, 
but the findings do not provide information on the processes which give rise 
to the significance accorded to partner attribiitioiw. iSius, while plausible, 
the processes described above require direct investigation. Nonetheless, the 
biases found have an iaaportant clinical insdication.; Ihey suggest that it is 
insufficient to help distressed spouses make similar attributions for self 
and partner behavior. Rather marital satisfaction seeros to be associated 
with viewing the partner's behavior through rose colored glasses and making 
attributions accordingly. It therefore may be difficult to alter 
attributions directly when this is the goal of the intervention. However, 
initial changes in attributions may be affected directly ty helping 
distressed spouses to make at least equally benign attributions for their 
own and their partner's behavior. 

The significance of the attribution biases found and their clinical 
inplications are further €B?)hasized by the fact that they occurred for both 
causal attributions and attributions of responsibility. To date, most 
research on couples has focussed solely on causal attributicais and hence the 
present findings suggest the need to broaden this research to include 
attributions of responsibility. Unlike causal attributions, which locate the 
factor (s) producing an outcome or behavior, responsibility attributions 
concern the acceptability of the outcome or behavior according to a set of 
standards. Responsibility attributions thus involve an evaluative component. 
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comparing behavior with normative criteria. In marriage such "criteria" may 
be e3q)licit, but more often they are inplicit and constitute the 
e)?)ectations spouses have for each others' beha<rior. Ohus a "causal" 
attribution m^ often result from an inquiry as tc *rty the partner's 
b^avior violated the attributor's expectoitions. Such attributions concern 
the issue of acoountabUity or answerability, the quintessence of 
responsibility, Ohe exact conditions under which causal and responsibility 
attributions overlap in this way remains to be defennined. However, we 
speculate that causal attribution differences found between distressed and 
nondistressed spouses may only occur when such attributions entail an 
evaluative component, a contention which laay account for inconsistent 
results obtained to date for these attributions (Piiwhan, 1985a) . 

In view of the above argument, which o^ihasizes the inportance of 
responsibUity attributions, it appears that the attributions of distressed 
spouses reflect a greater concern with the justification and exoneration of 
their own behavior as compared to their partner's behavior. Hds is perhaps 
not surprising in view of the greater incidence of negative behaviors in 
distressed marriages (Jacobson et al., 1982) which m^ sensitize spouses to 
such issues. Qinically, this suggests that attribution related 
interventions focus on responsibility attribution. Indeed, it has even been 
shown that such a perspective on attributions in marriage facilitates the 
integration of various cognitive therajy techniques (see Finchan, 1985b) . An 
iirportant inplication of this perspective is that it necessarily focusses 
the clinician's attention on spouses' expectations (e.g., are they e35)lict?, 
have they been coranunicated to the partner?, were they negotiated by both 
parties?) , the consideration of which comprises "much of what occurs in good 
marital therapy" (O'Leary & Turkewitz, 1978, p. 247) . 
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Belgvanoe for research on aefnr-^ r ver attrit^ifjon differpnop^ 

Die present findings also have inplications for prior research on 
"actor-obeerver" attribution differences (JoaeB & Nisbett, 1972) . As 
anticipated, the sinple self-partner difference found in previous social 
psychological studies did not emerge (cf . Wataon, 1982) . Ohis again 
emphasizes the difficulty of generalizing the findings of such studies to 
close relationships and to the clinical context, :a cautian which tends to be 
overlooked by researchers (e.g., Kyle & Palbo, 1985). Mareover, the 
"positivity" effect (good behaviors are attributed to persons whereas bad 
behaviors are attributed to situational circunstanoes) found fcy teylor and 
Kbivumaki (1976) turned out to be more complex than previously re|x>rted. 
First, the extent of the differences found in attributions for positive and 
negative behavior varied as a function of marital satisfaction with 
nondistressed spouses showing a greater "positivity" effect than distressed 
spouses."' Second, the valence of the behavior emerged in a significant 
interaction with the target of the attribution, in this regard, the results 
obtained on the internal-external causal dimension were consistent with 
previous research as partner behavior was attributed more to internal causes 
while self attributions were rated as more external, regardless of the 
valence of the behavior. 

Utie ini»rtance of the present findings is emphasized fcy the fact that, 
in contrast to previous studies, other attribution dimensions assumed to 
underly self-other attribution differences (e.g., stable-unstable, global- 
fifpecific) were directly assessed. Ohe pattern of findings reflected on these 
dimensions is quite different and suggests that individuals exhibited ego 
enhancing attributions. Biey tended to make greater distinctions between 
positive and negative behavior for self attributions than for partner 
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attributions and made more benign attributions for self as compared to 
partner behavior. It would be valuable to determine why these differences 
were found for the various attributions especially in view of the problems 
already noted regarding the assessment of the internal-external attribution 
dimension. In any event, it is clear that the conditions under which there 
is a "pervasive tendency" to attribute another's actions to "stable personal 
dispositions" whUe attributing one's own similar actions to "situational 
requirements" is actually more ocwplicated than Jones and Nisbett (1972) 
have suggested. Die present findings suggest that at the very least the 
valence of the behavior and the relationship between the observer and actor 
need to be taken into account. 
Conclusion 

Finally, the above mentioned interaction between marital distress and 
the valence of the behavior points to an inportant limitation of the present 
studies and indeed of the existing research on attributional processes in 
marriage. Bie fact that the attributions of distressed spouses did not 
distinguish between positive and negative behavior as strongly as those of 
nondistressed spouses is similar to findings regarding attribution style in 
depressed and nondepressed persons (Peterson & Seligman, 1984) . In fact, 
depression is known to occur fairly frequently in maritally distressed 
spouses (Beach, Nelson & 0' Leary, 1986) . Ohese observations suggest that 
maritally distressed spouses may manifest the general attributional style 
associated with depression (Peterson, Raps & Villanova, 1984) and that this 
is reflected in their attributions for events in the relationship. Hiis 
possibility could materially alter the conceptualization of what appears to 
be a marital problem. Future research on attribution processes in distressed 
and nondistressed spouses should therefore assess whether the attributions 
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found are specific to the relationship or part of a general attributional 
style. "Bie selt-partner attribuUon differences found also need to be 
reiaicated in a more naturalistic context, and the processes which give rise 
to the differences require further investigation. Despite these iiadtaUons 
the present studies provide data which point to the inportanoe of partner 
m self attributions in providing a more conpaete account of attribution 
processes in distressed and nondistressed spouses. 
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1. Bie term "attribution bias" is widely used by attribution researchers 
often without recognition of the fact that it inplies the existence of a 
normative model. In the present paper we make no claims regarding the 
"accuracy" of attributions as such claims are highly problanatic. Rather, 
our use of the term is limited to the discrepancy between attributions made 
for spouse behavior compared to the attributions an individual mt 3 for 
his/her own behavior. 

2. It is possible to eliminate a case from calculations only for the 
particular variable that is missing. However, such a procedure, known as 
pairwise deletion, often results in computational inaccuracies and hence 
little confidence can be placed in the resulting statistics (Kim & Kohout, 
1975) . 

3. Since dilrerent numbers of data points were available for each set of 
correaations computed, the degrees of freedom differ. 

4. The phrase "attribution of responsibilily" is used in a more restricted 
manner than in the first author's previous work. It approximates what has 
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previously been referred to as "moral responsibUity" (cf . Pinchan & 
Ja^rs, 1980). 

5. Although a differ«it measure of marital satisfaction is used in the 
present study, this should not render the findings of Study 1 and Study 2 
inconmensurate as: (a) the J»S and MAT correlate highly (l « .86; Sjoanier, 
1976); (b) factor ansilyses of different marital satisfaction measures 
generally yield a single, overall factor of marital satisfaction (see 
Pinchan & Bradbury, 1986 for an analysis of issuM reiatihg to the 
assessment of marital satisfaction). It should also be noted that because 
the present study investigates the attribuUons of individuals rather than 
dyads, it is not necessary that subject spouses actually ooniprise sets of 
married couples. Hence no attanpt was made to ensure that subjects were 
married to each other. 

6. Although presented as Study 2 for oonceiJtual reasons, this study was 
actually begun before Study 1. At that point, we were assessing the 
internal/external dimension with a single rating on a bipolar scale. Since 
that tune, we have found that three separate ratings for the 
internal/external dimension as described in Study 1 is more appropriate. 

7. Here the term 'positivity effect' refers to several causal attribution 
dimensions as well as to attributions of responsibility. 
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Table 1. Correlations between attributions and Eyadic Adjustment Scale 
Scores 



Attribution 








_. 


Di;!ension 


Itositive 


Negative 






self 


Rartner 


Self 




Locus 












.17 


.09 


.12 


if 

.28 


Partner 


** 

.34 


.24* 


* 

-.31 


-.33 


Outside Circumstances 


-.15 


-.11 


.32* 


.14 


Stability 


.25* 


.25* 


* 

-.40 


** 
-.38 


Globality 


.28* 


.33** 


** 

-.42 


* 

-.27 




(a= 70) 


(a= 88) 


(a = 32) 


(a= 53) 



SL< .05. 



R < .01. 
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fthle 2. Means, SUndaid Deviations (in parentheses) and P RaUos for 
Marital Distress x Attribution Target interaction 



Marital Group 



Attribution 



Marital Group X 
Attribution TSarget 



Locus 


9.81 
(4.22) 


B.19 
(3.87) 


10.85 
(4.04) 


13.23 
(3.29) 


1.18 


Stability 


15.07 
(3.02) 


15.81 
(2.94) 


15.97 
(3.61) 


16.10 
(3.31) 


1.13 


Globality 


14.69 
(3.48) 


16.06 
(3.06) 


14.99 
(4.56) 


14.46 
(4.69) 


8.53 






ResDonaibllitv AhtrihiiH«n«2 




Intent 


14.22 
(5.41) 


13.24 
(4.90) 


15.33 
(5.21) 


15.41 
(5.23) 


7.50 


Motivation 


12.93 
(4.91) 


11.81 
(4.35) 


13.90 
(4.98) 


15.37 
(4.42) 


12.04** 




12.76 

(4.39) 


12.46 
(4.75) 


13.82 
a.62) 


14,97 
(5.11) 


. ^ ** 
5.23 



E< .05. £< .01. 

1 Higher scores indicate 

2 Higher scores indicate 



more internal, stable and global attributions. 

more positive intent, unselfish motivation and praise. 
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l&ble 3. Neane, Standard Deviations (in parentheses) and P RaUos for Marital 
Graq> X vadenoe of Behai^ior interaction 



Marital Group 



Attribution 



NondistresaPd 



£Q8itiX& ISSasS^ £B&i]^ Negative 



Marital Group x 
Valence of 
B^svior 



Locus 



11.46 
(4.25) 



StabUity 15.83 
(3.02) 

Globality 15.68 
(3.41) 



11.54 


11.21 


12.87 


(4.53/ 


. (3.59) 


(3.97) 


15.04 


17.68 


14.40 


(3.12) 


(2.99) 


(3.10) 


15.07 


17.69 


11.76 


(3.24) 


(2.56) 


(4.31) 



fiibilitv At tributions^ 



4.36 



12.71 



** 



36.22 



Intent 


17.81 
(3.36) 


9.65 
(2.95) 


20.08 
(1.69) 


10.67 
(2.63) 


2.66 


Motivation 


15.11 
(4.11) 


9.63 
(3.40) 


18.09 
(7.41) 


11.18 
(3.71) 


4.34** 


stir/ 


15.89 
(3.56) 


9.33 
(2.73) 


18.44 
(9.03) 


10.36 
(2.48) 


3.71 


*E < .05. 


** 

E< .01. 











1 Higher scores indicate more internal, stable and global attributions. 

2 Higher scores reflect more positive intent, unselfish rootivatior. and praise, 
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'OhLe 4. Means, StaikJard Deviations (in parentheses) and £ Ratios for 
AttrifauUon Target x valence of Behavior IWieraction 



Attribution Target Attribution 

X Valence of 



— . Self Bartr^r 

Attribution ^^^^^ 

Positive Negative Positive Nfegative 



Causal AfctribuHon T^Tn^^np^^.^ 



Locus 


9.43 
(3.81) 


11.27 
(4.29) 


13.23 
(2.99) 


13.20 
(4.08) 


4.82* 


stability 


16.68 
(3.28) 


14.40 
(3.23) 


16.91 
(3.00) 


15.01 
(2.99) 


<1 


dobality 


16.87 
(3.41) 


12.83 
(3.98) 


16.59 
(3.07) 


13.87 
(4.47) 


6.59* 



Intent 



19.44 
(2.36) 



10.16 
(2.80) 



aibilitv Attribution^^ 



18.53 
(3.23) 



10.20 
(2.88) 



5.10 



Motivation 


17.08 
(3.58) 


9.79 
(3.11) 


16.24 
(3.91) 


11.08 
(4.02) 


17.24** 




16.79 
(3.36) 


9.84 
(2.37) 


17.64 
(3.63) 


9.89 
(2.91) 


2.96 


*EL< .05. 


** 
E < .01. 











1 Higher scores indicate more internal, stable and global attributions. 

2 Higher scores reflect more positive intent, unselfish motivation and praise. 
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